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killed by the Reds. . . . IVe got grand-children, and is ifr,
necessary to whip such a broken-down old man as I ? "
" We have to teach old men also how to serve. Did you
think you'd be awarded crosses for running away from the
forces ? " the one-armed lieutenant interrupted him. The
corners of his mouth twitched nervously.
"What do I want a cross for? ... Send me to my
regiment and I shall serve in faith and truth. ... I don't
myself know how I came to run away; the unclean spirit
must have taken hold of me/* Pantaleimon went muttering
on about the unthreshed grain, about his lameness, the
neglected farm. But with a gesture the captain reduced him
to silence, then bent over to the lieutenant and whispered
into his ear. The lieutenant nodded, and the captain turned
to Pantaleimon :
" Good ! Have you said all you want to say ? I know
your son, and I am astonished that he has got such a father.
When did you desert from the forces ? A week ago ? Well,*
and do you want the Reds to occupy your village and to
flay the skin off you ? Is that the sort of example you show
the young cossacks ? By law we ought to condemn you and
sentence you to corporal punishment; but out of respect
for your son's rank as an officer I spare you that disgrace.
Were you a non-commissioned officer ?
" Yes, your Excellency."
" What rank ? "
*' I was a corporal, your Excellency."
*' Reduced to the ranks ! " The captain raised his voice,
and roughly ordered : " Report to your regiment at once4|
Inform your company commander that by decision of the
field court-martial you are deprived of the rank of corporal.
Did you have any awards for this or previous wars-? . . .
Off with you ! "
Beside himself with joy, Pantaleimon went out, crossed
himself as he faced the church cupola and, striking across
the trackless hills . . . made his ,way home. " Well, this
time I shan't bury myself like that I It'll take devils them-
selves to find me; they can send three companies of Kalmyks
to look for me 1 " he thought as he limped across the stubble- *
field, overgrown with meadow grass.
Out on the steppe he decided that it would be better to
go along the road, in order not to attract the attention of*